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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

During two weeks in June of1844, S0ren Kierkegaard published
four books. The first of these works, Three Upbuilding Discourses,
appeared on June 8. Signed by Kierkegaard in his own name, this
collection epitomizes the religious works that regularly accompanied the pseudonymous writings of this period. Five days later
came Philosophical Fragments, or a Fragment cif Philosophy, by
Johannes Climacus and edited by S. Kierkegaard, a compressed
work on philosophical and Christian themes central to Kierkegaard's authorship. This was followed on June 17 by The Concept
cif Anxiety, a book unique among the pseudonymous writings for
its direct pedagogical style. Attributed to the pseudonym Vigilius
Haufniensis, this work on anthropology in relation to Christian
dogmatics was in Kierkegaard's judgment essentially different
from the other pseudonymous writings. Furthermore, although
it had a signed counterpart among the upbuilding discourses, it
also had a mate of a different sort, published simultaneously with
Anxiety on June 17, the satirical Prifaces by Nicolaus Notabene.
In the account of his authorship included in Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard emphasized the simultaneity as well as the intentional pairing of the
serious and the satirical in this conjunction of works. 1
The Concept cif Anxiety and Prifaces were indeed written and
readied for publication during the same period. The seventh section of Prifaces seems originally to have been intended to introduce The Concept cif Anxiety, but it was transferred to its
present position when Kierkegaard decided that it did not comport with the purpose and style of the completed larger work.
Kierkegaard, however, still wished to make public what he had
intended to say in the original preface. With this and other
1 See Postscript, pp. 268-71, KWXII.1 (SVVII 228-29). A similar pairing
occurs with Christian Discourses and The Crisis and a Crisis in the Life cif an Actress
(KWXVII; SVX), published on April26, 1848, and july 24--27, 1848, respectively.
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purposes in mind, he worked on several polemical projects during the period 1843-47. 2
The drafts of these efforts are undated but located within specified periods by the Danish editors of Kierkegaard's papers.
While the chronology cannot be precisely determined, the sequence is evident on the basis of internal evidence. The earliest
of the polemical writings specifically related to Prifaces was "New
Year's Gift" by Nicolaus Notabene. 3 The use of this pseudonym
for the projected work and the inclusion in it of some material
originally written in 1843-44 as portions of a response to areview of Repetition4 by the literary arbiter Johan Ludvig Heiberg
(1791-1860) indicate that "New Year's Gift" preceded the more
fully developed Prifaces. Although skeletal, "New Year's Gift"
reveals the development of a satirical attack on Heiberg, the evolution of a humorous approach to themes developed in The Concept if Anxiety, and the origins ofKierkegaard's parody in Prifaces
of the lavish New Year's books produced in nineteenth-century
Denmark for presentation as Christmas gifts.
Kierkegaard integrated elements of "New Year's Gift" into
Prifaces along with some materials prepared even earlier. A portion of an early version of "Preface IV," satirizing New Year's
books, was originally appended to an unpublished response to
Heiberg's criticism of Repetition. 5 This focus on New Year's literature was later carried over into the preparation of "New
Year's Gift" and from there into Prifaces. Other passages initially
See, for example, Supplement, pp. 127-28 (Pap. VI A 146).
See Supplement, pp. 10(}-08 (Pap. IV B 125-39).
4 See J. L. Heiberg, Urania: Aarbogfor 1844 (Copenhagen: 1843; ASKB U
57), pp. 94-102, in which the author discusses for his own purposes passages and
concepts from Kierkegaard's Repetition. Kierkegaard wrote replies to Heiberg
but did not publish them. See Repetition, Supplement, pp. 283-319, KW VI
(Pap. IV B 110-17), and pp. 379-83, note 14. Heiberg had also commented
rather critically on Either/Or in "Litteraire Vintersa>d" (Literary Winter Grain),
Intelligensblade, 24, March 1, 1843. Kierkegaard replied in Fa>drelandet, 1168,
March 5, 1843. See "A Word of Thanks to Professor Heiberg," The Corsair
Affair, pp. 17-21, KWXIIl (SVXIIl 411-15). See also Eitller/Orll, Supplement, pp. 406-{)7, KWIV (Pap. IV B 54).
5 See Supplement, p. 99 (Pap. IV B 117). See also Repetition, Supplement,
p. 301, KW VI (Pap. IV B 117).
2
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included in Kierkegaard's unpublished response to Heiberg were
also eventually incorporated into Prifaces. 6 Originally prepared to
introduce The Concept cif Anxiety, "Preface VII" in its present
location is both a comment on that work as well as an element of
its comic counterpart. The remaining sections of Prifaces were
prepared specifically for the published work. In its final form,
Prifaces is a result ofKierkegaard's practice of working on several
projects at various desks at the same time, of"multiple writing,"
as the editors of Soren Kierkegaard'sjournals and Papers have aptly
termed it. 7
The decision to make the published volume a collection of
prefaces without a book to follow them, and yet to introduce the
whole with a preface of its own, signals Kierkegaard's satirical
intent. The curious form of Prifaces invites the interested reader
to wonder whether there is not more of a book here than might
be expected. The position of the work in Kierkegaard's authorship is, of course, a hint of this, and the text is strewn with clues
to the author's intention. In form and substance, Prifaces exemplifies satire etymologically defined as satura, as a "mixed dish" or
medley of comic irony.
In its immediate context, Prifaces is Kierkegaard's satirical response to critics of his pseudonymous works, particularly J. L.
Heiberg. In Kierkegaard's view, Heiberg and other critics had
neither read nor discussed these books with care. In response,
Kierkegaard wrote in the ironic guise of an author who could not
get his works published and took the conventional scholar's marginal note, NB or Notabene [Note well!] as his pseudonym. 8
Although the work is addressed to readers and critics in general and against all facile writing and reading, Kierkegaard keeps
6 See, for example, Repetition, Supplement, p. 285, KWVI (Pap. IV B 110,
p. 260), and p. 299 (Pap. IV B 116, p. 278). C£ p. 24 below.
7 See JP V 5726 (Pap. VB 47:13), note 1099.
8 In the year prior to the publication of Prefaces, Kierkegaard considered the
pseudonym Nicolaus Notabene for another project labeled simply "Idea," but
did not develop this idea further. See Supplement, p. 100 (JP V 5671; Pap. IV
A 119). Kierkegaard also considered Nicolaus Notabene as a pseudonym for the
unfinished New Year's Gift and the unpublished "Writing Sampler." See Supplement, pp. 100-08 (Pap. IV B 125-39) and p. 127 (Pap. VA 99).
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]. L. Heiberg particularly in view throughout Prifaces, a fact not
lost on contemporary readers. "Preface III" and "Preface IV"
are, among other things, comic attacks on Heiberg's remarks on
Either/Or and his comments on Repetition in his luxuriously
printed New Year's book, Urania: Aarbog for 1844. 9 Heiberg
himself never responded publicly to Prifaces, but readers of the
day knew that the lance had struck its mark. Kierkegaard's antagonist of a few years later, Peder Ludvig M0ller (1814-1865), for
example, said of ｐｲｾｦ｡｣･ｳ＠
that it was "not only some of the wittiest
but unconditionally the most elegant of what has been written
against Heiberg; ... I do not remember any polemical writing in
Danish as excellent." 10 Although Prifaces received comparatively
little public attention when it was published, perhaps in part
because of Heiberg's decision not to comment directly on it and
so to doom it to insignificance among Copenhagen's cultural
elite, what mention it did receive in the contemporary press
quickly focused on the polemic against him. 11 "We have spoken," a contemporary reviewer reported, "with various people
who immediately seemed to betray a certain acquaintance with
Nicolaus Notabene's Prifaces as well as with Vigilius Haufniensis's book 77ze Concept cif Anxiety and S. Kierkegaard's Philosophical Fragments and his new Upbuilding Discourses. But, strangely
enough, every time we wanted to go into one or another of these
works a little, they always reverted to the comments about Prof.
Heiberg in The Priface [sic]." 12 A few years later the press returned
the favor to Kierkegaard when a sentence from Prifaces was revived as a caption to a malicious cartoon caricaturing him as an
equestrian. 13
Kierkegaard's desire to respond to]. L. Heiberg's criticism of
the earlier pseudonymous works was, however, only the imme" (Copenhagen, 1843; ASKB U 57), pp. 94-102.
111 See Corsair Affair, p. 99, KWXIll, for this comment by P. L. Moller in "A
Visit in Soro."
11 See Staj/es on Life's Way, p. 748, note 136. KWXI.
12 Ny Portefeuille, pub. Georgjohan Bernhard Christensen, ed. Jorgen Christian Scythe, II, 13,June 30, 1844, col. 309. See also Stages, Supplement, p. 648,
KWXI (Pap. VI B 184, p. 256), and p. 748, note 136.
1.1 Seep. 5, note 7. See Corsair Affair, Supplement, pp. 12(}-21, KWXIll, for
this article in Corsaren 278, January 16, 1846, col. 2-8.
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diate occasion for the publishing of Prifaces. Nor did a desire to
comment on reading and literary criticism exhaust Kierkegaard's
intentions for this work. Prifaces is also a more general reckoning
with Danish Hegelianism, represented in literature by]. L. Heiberg and in theology by Hans Lassen Martensen (1808-1884),
then a professor in the theological faculty at Copenhagen and
later to become Bishop of Sj:rlland.
Prifaces continues in comic mode the attack on Danish Hegelianism initiated in earlier works and soon to be more fully
developed in Stages and Postscript. Satirical comment on speculative idealism in Danish dress surfaces early in Prifaces when
Nicolaus Notabene mocks those who promise a philosophical
system but never write it and later when he makes a burlesque of
]. L. Heiberg's promises to develop a philosophical system comprehensive enough to include an astonishing array of arcane
studies including, among other things, astrology. The final two
prefaces are an extended lampoon ofDanish Hegelianism. Here,
in comic form, are some of the themes from earlier works, particularly the unpublished 'Johannes Climacus, or De Omnibus
Dubitandum Est" and topics that will occupy Kierkegaard in
major works to come: epigones who claim originality for themselves, the philosophical system as a grandiose illusion, mediation
as intellectual sleight of hand, pretentious scholarly language,
scholarship that claims to understand everything but the self, and
falsely heroic doubt that cannot doubt all things and that does
not direct itself to that which is most important. Wondering in
print about how to address confusions in these matters, Nicolaus
Notabene speculates at length on what a proper philosophical
periodical might look like, and thereby introduces into this little
book, ironically presented as if it had no proper genre of its own,
satirical treatment of yet another literary form, intellectual journalism. Kierkegaard appears in this period actually to have considered publication of such a periodical. 14
Just as Prifaces encapsulates Kierkegaard's confrontation with
Danish Hegelianism, it also prefigures Kierkegaard's final collision with Danish Christendom. In what is certainly a direct
14 For a preliminary sketch for such a journal, see Supplement, p. 100 (Pap.
VA 100).
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reference to H. L. Martensen, Kierkegaard attacks theologians
who claim to have become philosophers in response to the demands of the times and who incorporate Christian theology in a
system like Hegel's, while claiming to have gone beyond him.
This broadside against the Danish dogrnatician and ecclesiastic is
preceded by ironic but respectful comment on Jakob Peter
Mynster (1775-1854), Bishop of Sja:lland and religious mentor
to cultured Danes. These remarks are an indirect contribution to
a controversy between Mynster and an Odense schoolmaster
later to become an admirer of Kierkegaard, Hans Peter KofoedHausen (1813-1893). Kofoed-Hansen had argued in an inflammatory article that the Danish Church, through want of philosophical sophistication, had alienated the cultured. 15 In a sharp
and extended reply, Mynster repudiated the claim that Christianity needed a "philosophical bath" to make it respectable, citing Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling and Upbuilding Discourses as
the work of a cultivated person of faith. 16 Entering this debate,
Nicolaus Notabene ironically proposes the publication of a suitable devotional book for the cultured and takes the occasion to
display an up-to-date intellectual's contempt for a collection of
sermons by Mynster, Pra:dikener paa aile Son- og Hellig-dage i
Aaret, a work Kierkegaard knew as a youth and continued to use
in later years. 17 In disparaging these sermons, Nicolaus Notabene
points out that they are uncorrupted by any systematic tendency,
are suitable in form for daily devotional reading, are ever timely
by virtue of their neglect of current events, and directed to the
interests of the self alone. The pseudonymous deprecation of
these works is an ironic expression of gratitude on the part of
Soren Kierkegaard. These appreciative comments on Mynster
are indeed Kierkegaard's first published mention of the pastor
who confirmed him and who later became the leading cleric of
Denmark. This reference to Mynster also points toward the con15 Kofoed-Hansen's article, a review of Either/Or, appeared in Fyenske Fierdingsaarsskrivtjor Literatur og Kritik (Odensc), IV, 1843, pp. 384-85.
16 Sec Kts, Ｂｋｩｲｫ･ｬＨｾ＠
Polemik," ｬｮｴ･ｾ｣ｳ｢｡､Ｌ＠
ed. J. L. Heiberg, IV, 41-42,
January 1, 1844, pp. 97-114. "Kts" was Mynster's pseudonym, formed from the
initial consonant of the second syllable of each name (Jakob Peter Mynster).
17 I-II (Copenhagen, 1837; ASKB 229-30).
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elusion of the authorship. Appearing as it docs in a book containing remarks critical of H. L. Martensen, this portion of Prefaces
anticipates Kierkcgaard's attack on Martensen for his designation
of Mynster in a funeral oration as a "truth-witness" and the polemical battle that followed, ending with Kierkegaard's death in
1855.
This, however, lay in the unknown future when Kierkegaard
wrote ｐｲｾｦ｡｣･ｳＮ＠
In their proximate context, Nicolaus Notabcnc's
comments on Mynster's devotional work reveal something of
Kierkegaard's immediate intent. The frequent use of the phrase
"the cultured [de Dannede]" in this context signiftes an engagement not only with Mynster's critic, Kofoed-Hausen, but with
the social transition underway in Denmark in the tumultuous
years just before the revolution of 1848. The phrase "the cultured" was claimed both by advocates of liberal reform, among
them Peter Martin Orla Lehmann (181 0-1870), against whom
Kierkegaard had written as a youth, 18 and by the conservative
guardians of Denmark's retrospective high culture, including
]. L. Heiberg and]. P. Mynster. The satire in Prefaces is directed
against both factions when Kierkegaard presents "culture [Dannelse]" as a collective, socializing experience that, misconstrued
and abused, can lead individuals into abandoning their proper
responsibility for themselves. As Kicrkcgaard employs it, the satthus functions at more than one level. In the specific
ire in ｐｲｾｦ｡｣･ｳ＠
instance ofKierkegaard's satirical treatment ofNicolaus's satire of
Mynster as minister to cultured Christians, negative criticism is
converted into constructive proposals for devotional literature
actually appropriate to the times. Christian Discourses, signed by
S0ren Kierkegaard and published in the revolutionary year 1848,
was intended to be and is an example of such. 19
tH See "To Mr. Orla Lehmann," Early Polemical Writings, pp. 24-34, KW I
(SV XIII 28-39).
''' That Part IV of Christian Discourses was not dedicated to J. P. Mynstcr, as
Kierkcgaard originally intended, is not a repudiation of Mynster's devotional
writings but rather an early sign of Kierkegaard's impending clash with established Christendom in Denmark. For an evaluation of Christian Discourses as a
devotional work, sec "Geschichtliche Eitlleitutzg zur ｺｷ｡ｮＨｾｳｴ･Ｑ＠
Abteilung," in
Soren Kierkegaard, Christliche Reden, ed. and tr. Emanuel Hirsch (DLisseldorf,
Cologne: Eugen Diedrichs Verlag, 1959), pp. viii-ix.
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None of this, of course, will surprise the alert reader. In the
opening pages of Prifaces, Nicolaus Notabene advises the reader
to consider that this farrago of occasional pieces may conceal a
fundamental argument: "The incommensurable, which in an
earlier period was placed in the preface to a book, can now find
its place in a preface that is not the preface to any book. " 20 Prifaces
is, in fact, essentially of a piece with the major constructive works
of this period of Kierkegaard's authorship. The satire regularly
implies sounder alternatives, often explicated in trenchant, apothegmatic passages threaded through the work. A noteworthy
example of this inversion of the satirical, intertwining arguments
specific to Prifaces, as well as to the authorship as a whole, occurs
in the context ofNicolaus Notabene's comments on the relation
of author and reader. "Each being is assigned only to himself, and
the one who takes care to remain here has a solid foundation to
walk on that will not shame him. " 21 It would be difficult to find
a more concise summary ofKierkegaard's project and aim in the
pseudonymous works.
Kierkegaard did not expect a favorable reception for Prifaces.
"Such an idiosyncratic and his opinion," as Nicolaus Notabene
puts it, "are usually not well liked, because those concerned
surely notice that, consciously or unconsciously, it contains a
satire on their opinion. " 22 Kierkegaard himself, however, appears to have been sufficiently satisfied with Prifaces to have twice
drafted a sequel, titled "Writing Sampler," 23 although this work
from the period 1844-47 remained unpublished during his lifetime. Considering a variety of pseudonyms before settling on
"A.B.C.D.E.F. Godthaab," 24 Kierkegaard first turned to this
work shortly after the publication of Prifaces. Apparently seriously considering publication, 25 he prepared a substantially
altered fair copy sometime in the period 1845-1847. 26 Kierke21 P. 42.
22 P. 18.
P. 4.
See Supplement, pp. 127, 129-45, 148-50, the first draft of Skri.ft-Prover
(Pap. VI B 194-235), undated but from the years 1844-45, and pp. 69-90, the
final version (Pap. VII 2 B 274:1-24), likewise undated but from the period
1845-47.
2" Literally "A.B.C.D.E.F. Goodhopc."
25 See JP V 5754 (Pap. V A 99).
26 See pp. 69-90 (Pap. VII 2 B 274:1-24).
211

23

Historical Introduction

XV

gaard's journals indicate that as late as 1847 he thought of publishing a version of this work along with other pieces as a fourpart "mystification" to be called "The Writings of a Young
Man" and to appear under the ebullient pseudonym Felix de
St. Vincent. 27
The reader who wishes to study WritinR Sampler in the context
of this projected but unpublished work is invited to read in the
following order: (1) The Crisis and a Crisis in the L!fe of an Actrcss; 2R
(2) "A Eulogy on Autumn"; 29 (3) "Rosenkilde as 'Hummer' "; 311
(4) "Writing Sampler." 31 Situated in "The Writings of a Young
Man," "Writing Sampler" would have centered on esthetic considerations and been an example of the compatibility of esthetic
and religious interests in the stages of an individual's life. 32 Standing by itself, "Writing Sampler" is a polemical miscellany like
Prifaces, although Kierkegaard intended to emphasize the satirical
and ironical elements in the sequel even more than he had in
Prifaces. 33
"Writing Sampler" remained among Kierkegaard's unpublished papers during his lifetime, and Prifaces itself was little noticed in the months after its publication. Only two contemporary
reviews appeared in the Danish press, and, like most of Kierkegaard's works, the greater number of the 525 copies of Prifaces
printed in 1844 remained unsold after a few years and were purchased as remainders by C. A. Reitzel in 1847. 34 Prifaces was not
reprinted during Kierkegaard's lifetime and did not again appear
27 See Supplement, p. 156 (Pap. Vlll 1 339). The pseudonym might be literally translated as "The lucky one from St. Victor."
2" See KWXVII. pp. 301-25 (SVX 319-44).
20 See Supplement, pp. 156-60 (Pap. VI1 1 B 205-10).
3" Sec Supplement, pp. 160-62 (Pap. VIII 2 B 172-74). This is a brief sketch
for an essay on the performance of a Danish actor, Christen Niemann Rosenbide (1786-1861), in the part of Hummer in J. L. Heiberg, De ｕ｡､ｳｫｩｬＨｾ･Ｎ＠
Skuespil afj. L. Heiberg. I-VII (Copenhagen: 1833-41; ASKB 1553-59). IV, pp.
223-34S.
31 See Addendum, pp. 69-70 (Pap. VII 2 B 274:1-24).
32 See Crisis, KWXVII (SVX).
33 See Supplement, p. 127 (Pap. VA 99).
34 By July of 1S47, 208 copies had been sold. See Frithiof Brandt and Else
Rammel, Sorerz Kierkegaard og Pwga1e (Copenhagen: Levin & Munksgaard,
1935), pp. 18-19.
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in print until the publication of the first critical edition of the
works, Soren Kierkegaards samlede Va>rker, 35 in 1901-06. "Writing
Sampler" was first printed in 1914 and 1916 in volumes VI and
VII 2 of Soren Kierkegaards Papirer. 36 With a few noteworthy exceptions, scholars have paid little attention to either work. 37 Prifaces is rarely mentioned in secondary studies, and even one of
Kierkegaard's most sympathetic American biographers suggested
that it would never be translated into English. It was, Walter
Lowrie said, "an amusing book only for those who are familiar
with Copenhagen in that age. " 3H After rendering Prifaces into
German, Emanuel Hirsch temperately observed that a wealth of
contemporary allusion and compact wit make it a work difficult to translate. 39 The same may be said of its sequel, "Writing
Sampler." Like Prifaces it is a work constructed of the historical
particular.
These are, indeed, Kierkegaard's Copenhagen books, unmistakably linked to the city, an era, and specific individuals. 40 They
are the creations of a writer with Copenhagen in his marrow, and
to read them is to walk down the streets of that city in the middle
of the nineteenth century, to meet its inhabitants, and to enter
their lives. If only for this, Prifaces and "Writing Sampler" make
35 I-XIV, ed. A. B. Drachmann, J. L. Heiberg, and H. 0. Lange (1 ed.,
Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1901-06).
36 I-XI 3 , ed. P. A. Heiberg, V. Kuhr, and E. Torsting (1 ed., Copenhagen:
Gyldendal, 1909-48).
37 In addition to the unsigned review in Ny Portifeuille, II, 13,June 30, 1844,
col. 305-312, another unsigned review was "En Bem!l'rkning, foranlediget ved
Nicolaus Notabenes 'Forord,"' Den Frisindede, 75, July 2, 1844, pp. 299-300.
Niels Thulstrup is among the comparatively few scholars who have given
Prefaces much attention. See, for example, Kierkegaard's Relation to Hegel, tr.
George L. Stengren (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 365-69.
38 Walter Lowrie, A Short Life ＼ｩｦｋ･ｲｫｾ｡､＠
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1942), p. 261.
39 See "Geschichtlidze Einleitzmg z11r elfien und zwolften Abteilung," in Soren
Kierkegaard, Der Begri.ff Angst; Vorworte, Gesammelte Werke, ed. and tr. Emanuel
Hirsch (Dusseldorf: Eugen Diederichs Verlag, 1952), p. x.
40 Niels Thulstrup called ｐｲｾｦ｡｣･ｳ＠
Kierkegaard's "arch-Copenhagen" book.
See The Copenhagen of Kierkegaard, Bibliotizeca Kierkegaardiana, I-XVI (Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzels Forlag, 1978-1988), XI, p. 131.
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enjoyable and historically informative reading. Yet Kierkegaard
did not write only to amuse and inform. His intent in these works
is to grasp the crucial through the customary, to approach the
enduring through the ephemeral, and above all to engage the
individual through the illustrative. Of this strategy Nicolaus Notabene observes: "Even an author who in his work defies the
times may nevertheless in the preface accommodate himself to
custom in trivial matters and is thereby put to the test in many a
collision-very droll for the observer-with regard to how far
and how." 41
Aristotle in his Rhetoric, a treatise carefully studied by Kierkegaard, borrows a question from Euripides: "Why all this preface?"42 One answer to the question is: to catch the reader unaware. "Ifyou wish to distract his attention, you should imply that
the subject does not affect him, or is trivial or disagreeable, But
observe, all this has nothing to do with the speech itself " 43 Perusing the prefaces of the happy but hapless unpublished writer
in little Denmark, Nicolaus Notabene, the contemporary reader
may be tempted to think this volume a literary lark through a
time and place vanished, a pastiche that never was and still is not
a book, at most no more than a satire on small town pretensions.
Yet at this point a troubling thought may invade the reader's
mind. "Everyone sees material for parody in small-town life,"
Kierkegaard once remarked, but few recognize the large type
represented by the small. 44 Who is the object of the fun in such
a parody? Only the properly self-interested will recognize themselves as the people parodied and thus reckon with the argument
animating this curious work. If, as Nicolaus Notabene says,
"Writing a preface is like ringing someone's doorbell to trick
him," 45 the reader of this work can expect to meet only himself
or herself on the doorstep.
P. 3.
Aristotle, Rhetoric (III.14.1415b), in The Complete Works of Aristotle: The
Revised Oxford Translation, I-II, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), II, p. 2260.
43 Ibid.
44 JP V 5246 (Pap. II A 126).
45 P. 5.
4t

42
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What Kierkegaard once said about his own life in Copenhagen may well serve to introduce Prifaces to the contemporary
reader. "The only person I can say I envy is he, when he comes,
whom I call my reader, who in peace and quiet will be able to sit
and purely intellectually enjoy the comic drama I have allowed
Copenhagen to perform just by living here." 46 At the same time,
however, Kierkegaard warns the reader that this is humor with a
more than esthetic intent. It stretches the limits of the esthetic, it
intimates the possibility of ethical striving, and it portends an
invitation to Christian faith. "From a poetic point of view it is
not at all interesting ... poetically it must be abbreviated. So it
will be for my reader. But in and with the dailiness begins the
religious .... " 47 While resisting the temptations of the genetic
fallacy, the interested individual may find these observations a
guide to locating Prifaces and "Writing Sampler" in Kierkegaard's authorship and a key to reading them.
46
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JPVl 6288 (Pap. IX A 471).
Ibid.
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It is a frequently corroborated experience that a triviality, a little
thing, a careless utterance, an unguarded exclamation, a casual
glance, an involuntary gesture have provided the opportunity to
slip into a person and discover something that had escaped more
careful observation. Lest, however, this insignificant remark be
distorted and become pompous, I shall for the moment forego
further pursuit of it and get on with my project. 2 In relation to a
book a prologue is a triviality, and yet by means of a more careful
comparison of prologues, would one not gain an opportunity for
observation at a bargain price! In the scholarly world much is
made of classifYing literature and assigning the writing of each
individual author to its proper place in the age and the writing of
the age in that of the human race. Yet no one thinks about what
might be gained if one or another literatus [literary type] could be
trained to read only prologues, but to do it so thoroughly that he
would begin with the earliest times and advance through all the
centuries down to our own day. Prologues are characterized by
the accidental, like dialects, idioms, colloquialisms; they are
dominated by fashion in a way entirely different from the way
works are-they change like clothing. Now they are long, now
short; now bold, now shy; now stiffiy formal, now slapdash; now
worried and almost repentant, now self-confident and almost
brash; now not entirely without an eye for the weaknesses of the
book, now stricken with blindness, now perceiving these better
than anyone else; now the preface is the first distillation of the
product, now an aftertaste of it. And all of this is purely ceremonial. Even an author who in his work defies the times may nevertheless in the preface accommodate himself to custom in trivial
matters and is thereby put to the test in many a collision-very
droll for the observer-with regard to how far and how. Indeed,
the more I think of this, the richer the yield promised by such a
study seems to me. Just think of the contrast: the Greek naivete
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that would furnish a superb basis for the presentation of the results. But I halt this flight of thought, which would probably lead
me astray since I lack the equipment.
The preface has received its deathblow in recent scholarship.
Looked at from its point of view, an older author easily becomes
a pitiful figure over whom one does not know whether to laugh
or to cry, because his halting manner in getting to the point
makes him comic, and his naivete, as if there were anyone who
cared about him, makes him pathetic. Nowadays a situation like
this cannot be repeated, because when one begins the book with
the subject and the system with nothing3 there apparently is
nothing left over to say in a prologue. This state of affairs has
given me occasion to become aware that the preface is an altogether unique kind of literary production, and since it is elbowed aside it is high time for it to liberate itself like everything else. In this way it can still come to be something good.
The incommensurable, which in an earlier period was placed in
the preface to a book, can now find its place in a preface that is
not the preface to any book. I believe that in this way the conflict
will be settled to mutual satisfaction and benefit; if the preface
and the book cannot be hitched up together, then let the one
give the other a decree of divorce.
4 The most recent scholarly method has made me aware that it
would have to come to a break. My merit will be this, to make
the break in earnest; now there is only a phenomenon that points
to the deeper reason. Every esthetically cultivated author surely
has had moments when he did not care to write a book but when
he really wanted to write a preface to a book, no matter whether
it was by himself or by someone else. This indicates that a preface
is essentially different from a book and that to write a preface is
something entirely different from writing a book; if not, this
need would express itself only when one had written a book, or
when one imagined that one would write it just as one superficially imagines it, and thus raises the question of whether one
should write the preface first or last. Nonetheless, as soon as a
person is in one of these situations, he either has had a subject or
imagines having it. But now when lacking also this he desires to
write a preface, it is easy to perceive that this must not deal with
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a subject, because in that case the preface itself would become a
book, and the question of the preface and the book would be
pushed aside. The preface as such, the liberated preface, must
then have no subject to treat but must deal with nothing, and
insofar as it seems to discuss something and deal with something,
this must nevertheless be an illusion and a fictitious motion.
The preface is thereby defined purely lyrically and defined
according to its concept, while in the popular and traditional
sense the preface is a ceremony according to period and custom.
A preface is a mood. Writing a preface is like sharpening a scythe,
like tuning a guitar, like talking with a child, like spitting out of
the window. One does not know how it comes about; the desire
comes upon one, the desire to throb fancifully in a productive
mood, the desire to write a preface, the desire to do these things
leves sub noctem susurri [in a low whisper as night fallsV Writing a
preface is like ringing someone's doorbell to trick him, like walking by a young lady's window and gazing at the paving stones; it
is like swinging one's cane in the air to hit the wind, like doffing
one's hat although one is greeting nobody. 6 Writing a preface is
like having done something that justifies claiming a certain attention, like having something on one's conscience that tempts confidentiality, like bowing invitingly in the dance although one
does not move, like pressing hard with the left leg, pulling the
reins to the right/ hearing the steed say "Pst," and oneself not
caring a straw for the whole world; it is like being along without
having the slightest inconvenience ofbeing along, like standing
on Valdby Hill8 and gazing at the wild geese. 9 Writing a preface
is like arriving by stagecoach at the first station, stopping in the
dark shed, having a presentiment of what will appear, seeing the
gate and then the open sky, gazing at the continually receding
road beyond, catching a glimmer of the pregnant mystery of the
forest, the alluring fading away of the footpath; it is like hearing
the sound of the posthorn and the beckoning invitation of the
echo, like hearing the powerful crack of the coachman's whip
and the forest's perplexed repetition and the jovial conversation of the travelers. Writing a preface is like having arrived,
standing in a comfortable parlor, greeting longing's desired object, sitting in an easy chair, filling a pipe, lighting it-and then
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